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T O  R E C T I F Y  A N  A M O R A L  D E S I G N  
M a r i a  C o m n i n o u  
U n i v e r s i t y  o f  M i c h i g a n  
T h e  O r i J P n a l  D e s i l m  
T h e o  w a s  a n  u n d e r g r a d u a t e  ( m a l e )  i n  a  m a j o r  e n g i -
n e e r i n g  s c h o o l .  I n  h i s  s e n i o r  y e a r ,  h e  w a s  g i v e n  t h e  p r o j e c t  
t o  d e s i g n  a  p r o d u c t  t h a t  m e t  o r  e x c e e d e d  t h e  s t a n d a r d s  o f  
c u r r e n t  e n g i n e e r i n g  p r a c t i c e .  M o r e  s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  t h e  
p r o d u c t  o u g h t  t o :  
1 .  b e  e f f i c i e n t  
2 .  b e  s e l f - m a i n t a i n i n g  
3 .  b e  r e n e w a b l e  a n d  s e l f - p e r p e t u a t i n g  
4 .  l e a d  t o  i n c r e a s e d  p r o d u c t i v i t y  
T h e o  w e n t  o v e r  t o  t h e  d e p a r t m e n t  o f b i o t e c h n o l o g y ,  b o r -
r o w e d  a  s e g m e n t  o f D N A ,  a n d  w i t h  t h e  h e l p  o f a  g r a d u a t e  
s t u d e n t  e n c o d e d  o n  i t  a l l  t h e  d e s i r a b l e  p r o p e r t i e s ,  a s  h e  
i n t e r p r e t e d  t h e m .  H e  g r a f t e d  t h e  s e g m e n t  t o  a  s u i t a b l e  
f I 1 f I f i ' f l Z i c r o o r g a n i s m ,  w h i c h  h e  t h e n  s e n t  i n  a  m i n u s c u l e  
s p a c e s h i p  t o  a  d i s t a n t  p l a n e t .  T h e o  a n d  h i s  p r o j e c t - a r e  
l o n g f o r g o t t e n ,  b u t  l i f t  s t i l l  g o e s  o n ,  o n  p l a n e t  e a r t h .  
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To Rectify An Amoral Design 
This story is not proposed as an alternative 
scenario of the origins of life on earth, not because 
it is implausible, but because it does not matter: the 
effects are as if the story were. true. Regarding 
plausibility, the Nobel Prize laureate Francis Crick of 
DNA fame advocates the theory of directed 
panspermia. According to this theory, life on earth 
originated from microbes sent to earth aboard a 
spaceship from some higher civilization. Let us 
pretend, in what follows, that our story is correct 
and refer to Theo as a historical person. 
Letus examine briefly how successful Theo's 
original design has been. Every living thing (plant 
or animal or in-between) strives to survive and 
procreate to the extent it finds possible. An animal 
. lives mostly on other living things or their wastes. 
Herbivores eat or kill plants, carnivores kill animals: 
both types are predators, and possibly preys. A plant 
does not generally kill, but lives on soil nutrients, 
water and the sun's energy. Both plants and animals 
maintain, perpetuate and propagate themselves 
without additional input from Theo (efficiency and 
productivity). Since predators con trol prey 
population (plant or animal) and starvation 
controls them, there is a natural check on 
exponential growth arising from any single species. 
Or is there? The human species has recently freed 
itself from any predators, and is now propagating at  
the expense of other living things who are becoming 
extinct The human race has become as clever as 
Theo and is foiling his plan. Unless, of course, Theo 
has already put some conditional statements in his 
genetic code, which at the appropriate moment will  
cause the extinction of the dominant species: he has 
programmed the downfall of the dinosaurs, and has 
a similar fate in store for humans. 
The Necessity of KillinK 
The only living things that do not kill for food are 
the plants (with a few exceptions of carnivorous 
plants). Plants are the only humane beings on the 
planet, the epitome of a preservationist, frugal 
design, in harmony with the resources of the earth 
and the elements. It is the goal we, moral humans, 
should strive to achieve. 
Was killing part of Theo's design? It is doubtful.  
Like modern engineers, he had good intentions but 
failed to foresee the full chain of implications 
Between the Species 166 
embedded in the tenets of his design. Killing was a 
manifestation of a code of optimization which 
operated without any ethical constraints. In other 
words, it was more cost~ffectivefor a species to feed 
on another, than to put down roots and turn toward 
the sun. Animals were an aberration born out of 
maximum efficiency and. self-promotion. In their 
turn, plants, like rabbits, try to procreate excessively, 
because they have so many predators. The end 
result is continuous struggle between the forces of 
expansion and the forces of control. In this struggle, 
and at least after the last recorded extinction, there 
were no clear winners until technology tipped the 
balance. 
The law against killing marks the revolt of the 
moral man (I doubt whether women were ever 
asked, even in those early days) against an 
inhumane design and his attempt to rectifY it 
The Invisible Line 
The conflict created by the no-kill commandment 
was resolved by "drawing the line." The line is conve-
niently drawn as circular, with the individual at its 
center. Enlightened individuals argue about the 
precise boundary: does iHnclude cockroaches and 
mosquitos? does it include vegetables? bacteria? 
Recent advances in behavioral microbiology, says 
Harold Morowith in Mayonnaise and the Origin ofLife, 
imply that single-eell organisms are beings that can 
sense and that are capable of purposeful activity. 
Attempts are also made to draw the line on the basis 
of some important, for humans, feature: pain, antici-
pation, thought, type of offspring, etc. Such 
attempts are futile; not only are we at a loss to tell 
who feels or thinks what without direct extrapo-
lation from our own experience, but also our mea-
sures are only for humans. Other species have not 
given us their consensus of what is important for 
them. But even if we grant that thought is, for 
example, the criterion, who is to determine whether 
dandelions think or not? We can for sure conclude 
that they do not think like us by using the scientific 
method, in which man is the yardstick. However, 
"thought" does not have to be something associated 
with brain waves, and comparisons are only good if 
we are trying to determine clones of ourselves. 
The fact is that the necessity of killing has pre-
cluded the drawing of the line. If ever drawn, the 
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T o  R e c t i f y  A n  A m o r a l  D e s i g n  
l i n e  h a s  r e m a i n e d  i n v i s i b l e .  I t  w i l l  b e  a n  e v e n t  o f  
e n o r m o u s  s i g n i f i c a n c e  w h e n  t h e  l i n e  i s  a t  l a s t  d r a w n ,  
i f o n l y  t o  i n c l u d e  t h e  h u m a n  r a c e  a l o n e .  F o r  w h a t  i s  
t h e  m e a n i n g  o f  h a v i n g  a  f o r b i d d i n g  b o u n d a r y  w h e n  
i t  i s  c a s u a l l y  c r o s s e d  b y  i n d i v i d u a l s ,  a n d  p u r p o s e f u l l y  
b r o k e n  b y  w a r r i n g  n a t i o n s ?  
E c o l o & y  a n d  t h e  B a d  D o l  
E c o l o g y ,  i n c l u d i n g  d e e p  e c o l o g y ,  i s  a  c l a s s i c  c a s e  o f  
c o r r e c t  d i a g n o s i s  a n d  b a d  t h e r a p y .  I t  i s  d o m i n a t e d  b y  
t h e  z o o  m e n t a l i t y :  c o l l e c t  t h e  l a s t  s p e c i m e n s  a n d  p r e -
s e r v e  t h e m ,  p r e s e r v e  v i a b l e  p o p u l a t i o n s ,  p r e s e r v e  
p a t c h e s  o f  h a b i t a t s ,  e t c .  L i k e  z o o  k e e p e r s ,  e c o l o g i s t s  
j u d g e  s p e c i e s  b y  s u b j e c t i v e  a n d  p o p U l a r i t y  s t a n d a r d s ,  
a n d  s i n g l e  t h e m  o u t  f o r  p r e s e r v a t i o n .  S i n c e r e  
e c o l o g y  i s  i n c o m p a t i b l e  w i t h  t h e  h u m a n  r a c e  o f  t h e  
t e c h n o l o g i c a l  a g e ,  a n d  i f  o n e  s p e c i e s  h a d  t o  b e  s a c r i -
f i c e d  f o r  t h e  g o o d  o f  t h e  r e s t ,  t h a t  o u g h t  t o  b e  t h e  
h u m a n  s p e c i e s .  I f  o n e  s p e c i e s  o u g h t  t o  b e  c o n t r o l l e d  
b y  c u l l i n g ,  t h a t  o u g h t  t o  b e  t h e  h u m a n  s p e c i e s .  
E c o l o g y  o u g h t  t o  g o  h a n d  i n  h a n d  w i t h  h u m a n  b i r t h  
c o n t r o l ,  v e g a n i s m  i f  n o t  f r u i t a r i a n i s m ,  a n d  e g a l i -
t a r i a n  d i s t r i b u t i o n  o f  r e s o u r c e s .  O t h e r w i s e ,  i t  i s  
s i m p l y  a  s e l f - r i g h t e o u s  t h e o r y .  
A n i m a l  R i & b t s :  N o  B a d  D O l  
D e s p i t e  c l a i m s  t o  t h e  c o n t r a r y ,  a n i m a l  r i g h t s  i s  s t i l l  
a n  i n c o n s i s t e n t  a n d  i m p r a c t i c a l  t h e o r y .  I t  i s  i n c o n -
s i s t e n t  f o r  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  r e a s o n s :  A c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  
t h e o r y  t h e  c l a i m s  o f  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  a n i m a l  s u p e r c e d e  
t h o s e  o f  a  s p e c i e s .  I t  i s  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  a n i m a l  w h o  
l i v e s ,  f e e l s  a n d  p u r s u e s  t h e  g o a l s  o f i t s  e x i s t e n c e .  T h e  
s p e c i e s  i s  s i m p l y  a  c o n v e n i e n t  i d e a ,  t h e  s h a d o w  o f  
r e a l i t y .  I f  t h i s  s t a t e m e n t  i s  t r u e ,  t h e r e  i s  n o  w a y  a  
h i e r a r c h y  c a n  b e  i m p o s e d  o n  a n i m a l s ,  a n d  t h e  l i n e  
c a n n o t  b e  d r a w n  a n y w h e r e .  T h e r e  i s  n o b o d y  t o  
d e c i d e  t o  w h o m  t h e  b i l l  o f  r i g h t s  a p p l i e s .  E a c h  
" s p e c i e s "  i s  s i m p l y  a  c o n g r e g a t i o n  o f  i n d i v i d u a l s  t o  
b e  j u d g e d  a n d  t r e a t e d  a s  s i n g l e  e n t i t i e s .  T h i s  e l e -
p h a n t  h a s  a s  m u c h  r i g h t  t o  e x i s t  u n d i s t u r b e d  b y  
h u m a n  i n t e r f e r e n c e  a s  t h a t  p r e g n a n t  f e m a l e  b l o o d -
s u c k i n g  m o s q u i t o  ( m a l e  m o s q u i t o s  a r e  v e g e t a r i a n s ) .  
W e  a r e  a l r e a d y  i n  a  f i n e  t a n g l e .  T h e  h u m a n  r a c e ,  
w h i c h  i s  p r e p a r e d  t o  r e l i n q u i s h  i t s  s u p e r i o r i t y  a n d  
s p e c i a l  s t a t u s  o n  t h e  a l t a r  o f  a n i m a l  r i g h t s ,  i s  t h e  o n e  
w h i c h  m u s t  a s s u m e  t h e  r o l e  o f p o l i c i n g ,  j u d g i n g ,  a n d  
m a n a g i n g ,  w i t h o u t  h a v i n g  r e c e i v e d  a n y  o t h e r  
a n i m a l ' s  t a c i t  o r  o t h e r w i s e  e n d o r s e m e n t .  
I f w e  c a n n o t  d i s m i s s  a n i m a l s ,  w e  c a n n o t  d i s m i s s  
b a c t e r i a ,  a n d  w e  c a n n o t  d i s m i s s  p l a n t s .  S c i e n c e  h a s  
a l r e a d y  b l u r r e d  t h e  l i n e  b e t w e e n  a n i m a l  a n d  v e g -
e t a b l e  l i f e ,  a n d  i n  a n y  c a s e ,  a n y  d i s t i n c t i o n  i t  m a y  
p r o v i d e  w o u l d  b e  j u s t  a s  a r b i t r a r y  a s  c l a s s i f y i n g  b i r d s  
b y  t y p e  o f  f e a t h e r .  P h y s i o l o g i c a l  d i f f e r e n c e s  d o  n o t  
c o n s t i t u t e  a  d i f f e r e n c e  i n  t h e  e y e  o f  m o r a l j u s t i c e .  A s  
i t  i s  i m p o s s i b l e  t o  r e f r a i n  f r o m  c o n s u m i n g  a n d  t o  
p r o t e c t  a l l  l i v i n g  b e i n g s ,  a n i m a l  o r  o t h e r w i s e ,  a n i m a l  
r i g h t s  b y  i t s e l f  a s  a  t h e o r y  t o  g u i d e  b e h a v i o r  i s  
i m p r a c t i c a l .  
A n i m a l  r i g h t s  t h e o r i s t s  a n d  a c t i v i s t s  a r e  i m p a t i e n t  
a n d  t e n d  t o  d i s m i s s  t h o s e  w h o  s a y  " h o w  a b o u t  c o c k -
r o a c h e s ? "  o r  " h o w  a b o u t  p l a n t s ? " .  T h i s  i s  b e c a u s e  
t h e y  c o n s c i o u s l y  o r  u n c o n s c i o u s l y  f e e l  t h e y  a r e  a t  
o n e  e n d  o f  a  l o n g  t u n n e l ,  a n d  i t  i s  p r e m a t u r e  o r  
c o u n t e r p r o d u c t i v e  t o  a s k  w h a t  i s  a t  t h e  o t h e r  e n d .  
H o w e v e r ,  i t  i s  i m p o r t a n t  t o  k n o w  t h e  g u i d i n g  p r i n -
c i p l e s  a l o n g  t h e  w a y ,  e v e n  t h o u g h  t h e  e n d  i s  n o t  
r e m o t e l y  f o r e s e e a b l e .  I n  h u m a n  a f f a i r s ,  t h e r e  a r e  
t h o s e  w h o  a r g u e  i n  f a v o r  o f  " f i r s t  t h i n g s  f i r s t , "  a n d  
h i s t o r i c a l l y  t h i s  i s  i n d e e d  h o w  r i g h t s  h a v e  b e e n  
e x t e n d e d .  T h e  d e c i s i o n  o n  w h a t  o r  w h o  i s  t o  b e  f i r s t  
d o e s  n o t  e v e n  d e p e n d  o n  t h e  s t r e n g t h  o f  n u m b e r s .  I t  
u s u a l l y  r e s t s  o n  t h e  p r e j u d i c e s  o f  t h o s e  c o n t r o l l i n g  
t h e  f o r c e s  o f  c h a n g e .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  t h e  i s s u e  o f  
w o m e n ' s  r i g h t s  w a s  t y p i c a l l y  d i s m i s s e d  b y  s o c i a l i s t  
a n d  c o m m u n i s t  r e v o l u t i o n a r i e s  u p  t o  t h e  p r e s e n t  a s  
s e c o n d a r y .  T h e  s a m e  i s  t r u e  o f  m o s t  m o d e r n  s o -
c a l l e d  " f r e e d o m  f i g h t e r s "  o r  " t e r r o r i s t s "  o f e i t h e r  s i d e  
o f  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  f e n c e .  I f  a n i m a l  r i g h t s  i s  t h e  l o g i c a l  
c u l m i n a t i o n  o f  h u m a n  r i g h t s ,  a n d  t h e  e p i t o m e  o f  
h u m a n i t a r i a n i s m ,  i t  c a n n o t  a f f o r d  t o  d i s m i s s  i n c o n -
g r u i t i e s  o n  t h e  g r o u n d s  o f  i g n o r a n c e .  I g n o r a n c e  
a b o u t  t h e  b o u n d a r i e s  o f  i n d i v i d u a l i t y  o f  l i f e  i n  a  
s p e c i e s  s h o u l d  c o u n t  i n  f a v o r ,  a n d  n o t  a g a i n s t  t h e  
i n c l u s i o n  o f  t h e  s p e c i e s  i n  t h e  b i l l  o f  r i g h t s  a s  i s  t y p i -
c a l l y  a r g u e d  b y  R e g a n .  
T h e  a n i m a l  r i g h t s  m o v e m e n t  i s  t h e  m o v e m e n t  
w i t h  t h e  m o s t  r a d i c a l  a n d  f a r - r e a c h i n g  i m p l i c a t i o n s  
e v e r  s e r i o u s l y  c o n s i d e r e d .  I t  i s  u n r e a l i s t i c  t o  e x p e c t  
t h e  p r e s e n t - d a y  p h i l o s o p h e r s  t o  f o r m u l a t e  a n  a n i m a l  
r i g h t s  t h e o r y  w h i c h  i s  c o n s i s t e n t  a n d  p r a c t i c a l .  O n  
t h e  c o n t r a r y ,  i t  s e e m s  t h a t  t h e  w o r k  o f  p h i l o s o p h y  
c a n  n e v e r  b e  c o m p l e t e d  i n  a  n o n - s t a t i c  a n d  l e s s - t h a n -
i d e a l  w o r l d :  a s  s o o n  a s  a  t h e o r y  i s  i n v e n t e d  t o  r e s o l v e  
t h e  l a t e s t  m o r a l  d i l e m m a ,  a n o t h e r  d i l e m m a  s u r f a c e s  
j u s t  o u t s i d e  i t  
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